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Ron Deutsch 
Hi everyone. I’m Ron Deutsch. I’m the director of the Fiscal Policy Institute in Albany. 
We’re a statewide organization, non-partisan, independent organization that works on 
state budget and policy issues, largely from the perspective of trying to help low-
income and working class New Yorkers climb the economic ladder. I’ve been doing 
this work for 25 years now and I have to say, I’ve become increasingly more frustrated 
as I see situations getting worse, not getting better. We had been kind of pushing 
poverty issues, issues affecting low-income working families under the rug for a long 
time now. And I think it’s gotten worse, quite frankly in the last four or five years in 
terms of our state budget and the response. 
 
So, you know, let’s keep in mind here that we live in a state that’s extremely wealthy, 
we have the greatest income inequality of any state in the nation here in New York, so 
that’s that gap between those that are in the most and those that are in the least. Right 
now the top 1% of New Yorkers get about 33% of all the income generated in New 
York. So that in and of itself is a startling figure. The bottom 50% are sharing 
somewhere around less than 10% of the income. So it’s a very stilted system and quite 
frankly it didn’t always used to be that way. If you look at the period after World War II, 
we invested in growing the middle class and we did it by helping people get an 
education, a college education, helping people buy their first homes, helping people 
start businesses. It was called the GI Bill and it’s something that I think we need to 
revisit, something I think we need to invest in, our human infrastructure in New York, 
rather than just thinking about the physical infrastructure or corporations or things like 
that.  
 
So, with that said, I guess I wanted to talk a little bit about poverty in New York, 
poverty in Allegany County. You know, I live around New York state, you know the 
Thruway corridor, we see all of our major cities along the Thruway have child poverty 
rates ranging from 35 to 50% in some cities. And that to me is unconscionable, I mean, 
to think that we would have 50% of the children living in poverty and we’re literally not 
doing anything about it. If half the kids in a community have a cold, we'd probably be 
calling the CDC and trying to get them in here to figure out what’s going on. But when 
half the children live in poverty, people have been turning a blind eye, I think, for far too 
long.  
 
So, you know, we know that in Allegany County for instance, child poverty is around 
25%. This is obviously a very rural area, there are a lot of barriers to people finding and 
accessing employment. Transportation I'm sure, is one of the largest of those. But you 
know, sadly, people are constantly making choices about whether or not they can pay 
their bills, which bills do they pay, how do they keep their head above water, and I 



  

 

think you know, that’s the folks that we really need to start focusing on and helping 
them to kind of move up the economic ladder and be part of that middle class that 
everybody wants to be a part of. 
 
And there are definitely things that we can do. I think in New York, we’ve been looking 
at the Empire State Poverty Reduction Initiative. It’s in 16 cities, but to me this is, you 
know… I think we all know how to address poverty and how to help people, it’s more a 
question of will. And at the state level, we’ve been living under a 2% state spending 
cap and there are all sorts of reasons for that, I suppose, but the reality is, it’s the 
social welfare programs that always get cut in order to stay under that 2% state 
spending cap. So we’ve seen the significant reduction in human service spending over 
the years, in particular over the last five years, we’re in fact down about a billion 
dollars.  
 
But in Allegany County, you have about 16.9% of the population living in poverty; 
again, 25% of the children; about 7% of seniors. We’ve got 57% of the children 
receiving free and reduced priced school lunch. Of those who are employed, about 
10% have no health insurance; those that are unemployed, about 22% have no health 
insurance. We’ve seen that the estimate for living wage for one adult and one child in a 
household is somewhere around $22, while the vast majority of folks are not at that 
level right now. Obviously education plays a role in this as well. If you don’t have a high 
school diploma, you’re much more likely to be living in poverty in Allegany County, 
about 26%. And the last thing I wanted to just address is that households where, the 
female headed households with a child present, about 48% to 49% of those folks are 
living in poverty as well. So I think there’s a lot we can do and I look forward to 
continuing the discussion and I'm hopeful that we’ll hear from people who are sadly 
making these choices everyday. Thank you. 
 
Twila Barr, reading for Tonia Spencer 
This is from Tonia Spencer, she’s a single mom raising two sons. She also has several 
significant medical issues. Earlier today, Tonia had a reaction to a new medication 
which prevented her from attending this evening. One of the main things she intended 
to share follows:  
 
“When a parent has to choose between bread and milk and eggs for the home and 
sending a child money into school for the next class project, $5 for an activity that is 
graded, and you as a parent hear the teachers walking down the hallway insulting your 
kid and you for not participating. It is hard to rise above this. Or the class bully who 
steals your child’s notebook and rips much of it to shreds and the school expects you 
to replace it. When it’s the end of the month and even eating is not guaranteed unless 
we get food boxes. How do you not get depressed and give up? Being a parent in this 
day and era is difficult, but being below poverty level makes all the above even more 
stressful.”  



  

 

 
Chuck Anthony 
Good evening. My name is Chuck Anthony. As a bit of a background I am 21 years 
active duty and 12 years as a department interim civilian working for Special 
Operations out of Fort Bragg. 33 years, I’m 63, I guess I have a little bit of a 
qualification to speak to my issue tonight, and what I would like to address is access to 
VA healthcare. Geographically, through the Southern Tier, we have VA med centers in 
Bath and in Buffalo, New York. So for me, that’s an hour and a half to two hours each 
way. Off the top I would like to say once I get to the VA medical system, it’s excellent 
medical care, so that’s not the issue. The issue again is access. We do have a remote 
VA center in Olean, New York. That’s mainly for shots, vaccines, vaccinations, blood 
tests, and such.  
 
And so immediately, we could always just run down to our family doctor if something 
goes wrong. There is a system in place if there’s like a situation where you can’t go to 
the [VA] hospital [, you can get care at another facility,] but then that’s red tape having 
to get those bills paid for and such. But what I’d like to advocate, I am financially 
stable, being a retired army officer, I don’t have to worry about what it costs to travel to 
Buffalo and such. But I would like to advocate for those GI’s, ex-GI’s who are at the 
poverty level and also homeless, they do not have that care. What I would like to 
advocate is for better VA medical outreach for these areas. A lot of them are either 
afraid to go to the VA because they don’t trust it or don’t know about it. So if there’s a 
better system to reach these people throughout the Southern Tier, I would like to 
advocate for that. So, I’d like to hear your questions. That’s all I have. 
 
David Decker 
Thank you for your service.  
 
Chuck Anthony 
Okay, thank you.  
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
Chuck, do you know and are you comfortable sharing with us if you do know, what the 
root of fear is for the veterans in terms of connecting with the VA benefits? 
 
Chuck Anthony 
Well I think it’s what he just addressed there, long wait times, bad care or no care, so 
they just did not trust it. The root of that, I guess is from post-Vietnam era, when it was 
just, just atrocious. I came in at the end of the Vietnam War and the way vets were 
treated, not only at the hospitals but amongst the civilian population, everything was 
just a distrust or fear of the VA, that they weren’t going to get that help… and they 
weren’t back then.  
 



  

 

Brad Weaver 
Do you have an idea of a rough number of the veterans that are within our immediate 
area that are in this particular situation? 
 
 
 
Chuck Anthony 
No I don’t have a rough number or anything like that. I go to the Buffalo VA so I’m not 
really sure. 
 
Amber Bell 
Hello. Not even sure where to start. I come from a low poverty family. My mom has 
four kids on welfare, food stamps, all that. Situations arose in the family where we were 
taken from our mother. And after that, I became a very outraged teenager, started 
doing a lot of breaking the law, whatever, ended up in jail. Did about seven and a half 
years in jail. So then when I get out of jail, then I had the system to deal with.  
 
Getting on, you know welfare, [I was] trying to get help, because I had nothing. The one 
thing I did do while in prison, is, even computer and design drafting, Microsoft, got a 
certificate in plumbing and everything, so I took advantage of that. Even though I have 
certificates and degrees on that level, with the past that I’ve had, I’m not sure like how 
to take advantage of that. So I’ve always settled with waitressing. I know I can get in a 
diner, I know I can get in a restaurant and just work at that minimal level instead of 
pushing myself. And with that, I do have other kids, but I chose to put them up for 
adoption. (Crying). But this is my little one back here and I try to fight to do what’s best 
for her because I know it was hard to give up the other three but it’s only best now. I’m 
still in contact with them, the family lets me be a part of their life, but it was only best 
for them because I was on welfare and had nothing for them.  
 
So with that, I’m striving to do what I can for my little one. Even now, I’m still on 
welfare. I volunteer here four or five days a week. I do get assistance. But a couple 
things came up medically. I had to have a couple surgeries. So I’m trying to get myself 
back and then get a job and then, probably waitressing, but I’m trying to do what’s 
best. So talking about poverty is definitely, it does hit home. I live by myself, with the 
baby, that’s it. So I try to get assistance and do what I can. But being a single mom 
and doing what I got to do for my baby and myself. But it’s hard. Especially when you 
have a past. 
 
It’s like, you know, employers always ask you, you know, your criminal history when 
they look at you. Like, so it’s hard, so like I said I know I’m always settling with minimal 
jobs even though I have degrees in plumbing, computer and design drafting, I just 
always settle. But that’s probably what I’ve been used to anyway. But, on that note, I’m 
gonna do what I need to do. And just keep pushing forward. Thank you. 



  

 

 
Sahar Alsahlani 
Amber I just wanted to commend you on all the success that you do have, and your 
bravery. I was a single mom of four children myself, and the courage that you have, 
you’re already a success. Everything that you have achieved. In my tradition, my faith 
tradition, the prophet Muhammad, peace be upon Him, he said, “the most noble of all 
jobs is that of a single mom.” So use your skills and know your worth and you never 
know what’s in store for you. And we are listening to your story, and I’ve been there 
too and I’m very proud of you.  
 
Jacqueline Bogart 
Hello, I’m 40 years. I’m a single mother of four children. I’ve lived in poverty all my life. 
My earliest memory, I was two years old and my mother had put me in a foster home 
and she was leaving me there and had a blue doll and I'll never forget that doll, you 
know, that made it a little bit easier. Today I am disabled, I’ve been disabled for ten 
years now. I have a bit of an invisible disability. So you may look at me and think 
“what’s wrong with her, why isn’t she working?” But I have PTSD, agoraphobia, 
anxiety, and depression. It all started ten years ago due to some domestic violence 
abuse. I got out of that but I’m still recovering from it and my children are doing very 
well. I’m raising them to be very self-sufficient and not dependent on the system.  
 
But it’s hard and we struggle and last night we didn’t have any food for dinner. (Crying) 
Our six year old had toast, so thank God there was bread. But we had toast for dinner. 
We had toast for dinner. About a year and a half ago, I started this, I went to a class. I 
didn’t really know what I was going to, but I went because they offered the incentive of 
a gift card to the grocery store because they couldn’t use that against you at DSS. So I 
went for that gift card and I’m here today because of that. I started a group, or I was 
asked to be in a group, a speaker’s bureau, and they started it and I took classes and I 
graduated and since then I have been to Washington, D.C. and I spoke on a panel, a 
very well-received panel.  
 
And did some lobbying of my elected officials. And I go around and speak in lots of 
places and tell my story of lived experience in poverty. And I’m hoping to make a 
difference somewhere, somehow. And we’ve got a team of people, of women, and 
we’re all on the speaker’s bureau and we all have the same goal, it’s why I’m here 
tonight. And I want to make a difference and my life is changing and I’m proud of 
myself for the first time in a very long time. And thank you. 
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
First of all, thank you very much for being brave and being strong and independent. I 
appreciate that and I know everybody here tonight does as well. Can you share a little 
bit, if you’re comfortable, some of the barriers you feel social service providers may 



  

 

inadvertently or intentionally or systemically put up between you and the public 
assistance that you feel need and your family needs? 
 
Jacqueline Bogart 
Absolutely. To start, the biggest barrier for me was I was going to college full-time and 
I had one child at the time but I wasn’t making it just going to college, I had to work 
also and DSS wouldn’t help me while I helped my family get out of poverty. I stopped 
going to school to get a full time job and work for minimum wage. So that to me is just 
backwards. Two to four years you could’ve supported me and I would’ve been out of, 
or I would’ve been making my way out of poverty. I have four children and I don’t really 
receive child support and when I do, they cut my food stamps. So you know, the 
money that I get in child support, I can’t spend it on my kids, I have to go spend it at 
the grocery store. So, it’s just things like that that there’s no way to get ahead. If you 
have any kind of assets or resources, you have to give them up or use them up 
completely before you get any kind of help. So it’s just, the system, it’s not set up to 
help you get out of the system or to get ahead. It’s set up to keep you down, to keep 
you poor, and keep you depressed and belittle you. You know, it’s backwards to me. I 
just… I don’t get it. Some of these things need to change. 
 
Sahar Alsahlani 
When you said that you went to lobby, what are some of the bills or some of the things 
specifically that you’re passionate about that you lobby for? 
 
Jacqueline Bogart 
So when I went lobbying, I spoke about the safety net and how I have been using the 
safety net to get better and to raise my children to be self-sufficient so that they’re not 
dependent on the system when they’re grown up and have kids and it’s working.  And 
had that safety net not been there while I had been in recovery from this domestic 
violence, I don’t know how we would have survived. Because, I just, at some point, I 
couldn’t even come out of the house. So, you know, that safety net in general, it 
worked for me, it’s working for me, and I need people to understand that everyone’s 
not taking advantage of the system. People truly depend on it and they’re trying to get 
better. 
 
David Decker 
I for one am not fully familiar with the safety net program and maybe some other 
people are here tonight that also are not. Could you expand on that a little bit and give 
us an idea of what the safety net program is and how it works? 
 
Jacqueline Bogart 
So the safety net program is set up, I’m on Social Security Disability, and it… DSS is, 
pays, my children get food stamps and cash. And there’s only a certain amount of time 
that you’re really allowed to get it. But because of my situation, I am not on public 



  

 

assistance, my children are. So they are being, they’ve gone over their limit, but there’s 
a safety net in place to help them in situations like mine so that they will continue to 
receive assistance while I continue to get better. 
 
David Decker 
Is there an age cutoff  when they can’t receive, safety net benefits? 
 
Jacqueline Bogart 
Once they graduate school, if they don’t go to college, then they are responsible to get 
a job and become self-sufficient, you know, support themselves. If they stay in college 
then they will continue to receive assistance. 
 
Bobby Black 
Guess I’ll take a seat. So my name is Bobby Black. I’m a resident of Binghamton on 
the lower half of the Southern Tier. In Binghamton, I’ve been a 7-8 year organizer, 
particularly around criminal justice and different intersections to which the criminal 
justice meets some of these other social justice issues. But also I am a formerly 
incarcerated person, on a slightly different note here tonight. So back in 2011, I was 
sent to Broome County Sheriff’s Correctional Facility on trumped up charges that I was 
unable to fight from the outside because I was poor. I was assigned $4000 property, 
$2000 cash bail. Of course my family is low income, being which, we could not pay 
bail. So while I had a really good chance of fighting my case and becoming free, I was 
unable to get that opportunity because I was incarcerated. During my time 
incarcerated, I began losing things like my phone, you know, small things. But then it 
quickly turned into losing my apartment, losing my car, losing my job. And unfamiliar 
with the social death that is being convicted of a crime in our society, I took a plea 
deal, knowing that I would end up with a record but at least I’d be able to start cutting 
off the losses I was getting while I was incarcerated. Unfortunately, that’s just 
something that will scar my being for the rest of my life. But most importantly this is not 
a rare situation. If you look at New York jails, particularly upstate New York jails, what 
we see is about 70% of incarcerated people in jails are unsentenced or unconvicted. 
Meaning that they actually have not been sentenced and doing their time. These are 
not guilty people, necessarily, these are people who cannot pay their bail. So they sit in 
jail. Broome County Correctional Facility, where I’m from, what we see is about roughly 
500-600 people incarcerated and we have about 80% margins, meaning … about 4 
out of 5 people locked up in Broome County Correctional Facility are there because 
they are poor. So what we end up seeing is the debtor’s prison state, in New York. 
Whereas, a lot of these people, whether or not they are innocent or guilty are taking 
plea deals, because they have kids on the outside that could be taken by CPS. They 
could lose their apartment, their house, they could lose their job, they could lose their 
car. And these are people, again, who aren’t necessarily guilty of anything. Whereas, 
what you see on TV and everything, like they find the guilty person, that person goes to 
jail, and the only people that we actually end up seeing going to prisons and to jails are 



  

 

convicted and guilty people. This is not the case, and many of these people are in on 
low level, nonviolent crimes as well.  

So just on our county level, we spend about 80-100 dollars per inmate, to keep 
someone housed in custodial confinement, so on a year-to-year basis, just our county 
alone is spending close to $10 million dollars just incarcerating poor people. So when 
we talk about the nature of poverty, especially as it applies to the criminal justice 
system, whereas some of these “kingpins” that you always hear about getting locked 
up, they can afford to get out of jail right then and there, and then be able to fight their 
case. But the people who are actually incarcerated are poor people. So if we’re talking 
about a poor people’s campaign, and the presumption of innocence until proven guilty, 
this is not the case by any means. I’m happy to answer more questions, I see that my 
time is limited.  

I just want to say, from some of the statements that I’ve heard tonight. If this is 
truly a poor people’s campaign, if we’re trying to get the truth, and get to the 
foundation of why we have these systemic issues, it’s important to note that around a 
lot of these issues these aren’t necessarily new issues. The gentleman that was up 
here speaking about veteran’s assistance and the issue of outreach, this is beyond the 
last few administrations. I think putting blame into any one of them, may be kind of 
justified, but this has been a systemic issue for decades. This isn’t an Obama thing or a 
Clinton thing, this has been going on since before World War 2. Part of the reason we 
see systemic poverty is because companies are not paying their taxes. Google got 
away with not paying $3.8 billion dollars just last year. We’re talking about tens of 
billions as soon as you get into five or six years. So I think we really have to look deep 
down within ourselves to answer some fundamental questions about why we’re in 
poverty, before we can start coming up with solutions. Because what may incentivize a 
business to come into a county or a particular area, does not necessarily mean that it is 
beneficial to that area. With that I’ll answer any questions.  

 
Brad Weaver 
Do you have a written summary of this information? Thank you for sharing, I take 
notes, but I can’t take notes quite that fast.  
 
Bobby Black  
I’m from an organization called JUST - Justice and Unity for the Southern Tier, I do 
have information on our organization as well as some of our findings stress in our 
county jail, and kind of a plan of action that we’ve had endorsed by multiple 
organizations that kind of begin to address systemic incarceration and mass 
incarceration. But yeah, all of these figures are available and you know, if anyone 
would like, I can share my information and Bill can do the same, and we can get you 
this information as well. But the biggest takeaway I can make is that what’s happening 
in Broome County Sheriff’s Correctional Facility is exactly what’s happening around the 
rest of the state. We are not an isolated case by any means. You know, the average 
deaths per jail is about .25 per year, which means every 4 years a jail generally 



  

 

experiences at least one death. We’ve had 7 in just the last couple years. We’re more 
than quadruple the rate of deaths in just our local jail. And again you know, this is all 
comes down to who’s actually being kept in jail, right? The easiest way to keep people 
from dying in jail is to keep them out of jail in the first place and if we’re just 
incarcerating poor people and keeping them in custodial incarceration until they get the 
trial a year or two years later, you know, their chances of being killed while in jail 
skyrocket.  
 
You know on top of losing everything that they have in their lives. So if there’s one big 
takeaway, it’s that we actually have to get people, in order to begin this process of 
decarceration, we have to prevent people from going in on the front end, and as well 
as take care of them once they’re out, you know, to guarantee that they’re not gonna 
go back. And there are several bills being addressed at the assembly level and Weprin 
has introduced a bill that would give like a, basically build a commission in upstate 
New York to begin looking at the accountability on a per-jail basis, as well as looking at 
some of the systemic issues within the jail system. As well as pieces of legislation that 
helps charitable bail organizations, you know, as well so they can present their case. 
And again, you know, I have more information for anyone who would like it, but I can 
definitely give you more information. 
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
Thank you for sharing tonight. We appreciate it. You shared a lot about those who are 
actively incarcerated and I was wondering, because you and Amber have both brought 
up challenges that formerly incarcerated people face once they get out, could you 
share a little bit about what your experience perhaps, or the experience of other 
formerly incarcerated individuals, and what those barriers are that you face? 
 
Bobby Black 
So, you know, a lot of the big barriers come around something that’s called “the box.” 
So if you hear these campaigns called “Ban the Box,” it’s essentially it’s what it’s 
addressing is… You know, 9 out of 10 employment applications, a lot of housing 
applications, a lot of education– well all education applications when you get into 
higher education, you have to fill out this box that indicates whether or not you’ve been 
convicted of a felony or a misdemeanor. And a lot of these employers, a lot of these 
landlords, and what you have you, don’t look into “okay, well he checked the box, or 
she checked the box, what is the nature of the crime? What were the circumstances 
surrounding it?” That’s not necessarily what happens. A lot of times they’ll see the box 
checked and they’ll throw out the application. So in terms of keeping people, or 
preventing recidivism, you know, people going back into jail once they’ve been out, the 
biggest one is access to employment, right?  
 
When people cannot earn money, they’re going to commit crimes of poverty in order to 
survive. We know that. One of the other big hurdles is access to social services. You 



  

 

know, if you’re convicted of a drug crime, even if it’s possession, basically, you’re 
automatically barred from getting food stamps. A lot of government housing or Section 
8 housing will no longer take you even if you’ve had a possession, you know, you 
could’ve been an addict, they don’t look at the circumstances from which your crimes 
occurred, they just see that you have a drug-related offense. You’re not getting 
housing, you’re not getting food stamps, right off the bat. So, the biggest hurdle is 
actually finding support. You know, there are some re-entry programs in some 
communities, but they’re very few and far between.  
 
And the state’s really doing nothing to help with re-entry. So, I mean essentially they 
have no problem incarcerating people, particularly poor people, but once you’re out, 
you’re basically socially dead for all intents and purposes. You know, you’re not gonna 
get a job, you’re not gonna be able to get into higher education. You know, I’m kind of 
dealing with that right now, trying to go back to school with a record. And getting 
access to Pell Grants and other financial services that are out there to help students 
and help people go back to school. I mean, just the nature of getting anything to 
actually advance yourself is basically gone once you get out. So those are really some 
of the biggest hurdles that people come to see. Particularly, in employment and social 
services. 
 
Sahar Alsahlani 
Thank you, Bobby. I was wondering if there was a situation here in Broome County, 
similar to what happened in Ferguson when the DOJ were there, they found out that a 
lot of their city budgets or their county budgets were based on citations that led to 
debtors prison. Has there been any kind of investigation to see perhaps, if the town is 
doing their budget, to see the correlation between how much they anticipate in revenue 
coming in from say, jaywalking or marijuana and tickets and things like that, because a 
lot of times towns have investigated that and found that that is the case.  
 
Bobby Black 
You know, Broome County, like many of the other municipalities around the state, 
don’t have a whole lot of money, especially in trying economic times. The Broome 
County economy is not you know, isolated from that. We very much struggle on a 
county level. So, I mean, individual studies as to what’s happening in Broome county 
around incarceration and how that’s driving budget lines, we haven’t looked into that a 
whole lot, but what I can tell you today is that we know based on several different 
research studies and findings is that capacity drives incarceration. So it’s not 
dependent on how many crimes are being committed, but how much space they have 
available in their jails. So what we see is that although bail has been, at least cash bail 
has been ruled several times around the country recently to be unconstitutional, 
because you are taking away rights of innocent people to fight their cases fairly.  
 



  

 

What we’re finding is that bail tends to lower when they’re at capacity or overflowing, 
meaning that they know that they don’t have room for any more people so they’re 
much more likely to release on your own recognizance if the jail is full than when they 
have beds available. Because when they have them available, they’re gonna fill them. 
But what we see is that although incarceration numbers are lowering in upstate New 
York, the jails are expanding. Which means that as long as they’re full, there may be 
the argument that you know, we’re overcrowded, we need more space, that’ll mean 
more jobs for people who are interested in being COs and this and that. And they make 
it a fiscally responsible argument to expand the jail. Not necessarily because of the 
fines that they collected from the people, but just budgeting from the state, from the 
Feds, and from local budgets as well. So again, this all kind of comes back down to 
bail, right? 
 
How do we empty the jails in a way that’s equitable and fair to not only the 
communities but to victims? Because you know, people are being convicted of crimes 
who didn’t actually commit the crime, right? And that’s because of inside plea deals. 
So when we talk about capacity, you know, we could empty 3/4 of Broome County’s 
jail tomorrow if we ruled cash bail unconstitutional and allowed these people to actually 
battle and fight their cases equitably. So, the economic drivers around incarceration 
are pretty much a myth. I mean, if we can find a way to transform some of these jail 
economies in upstate New York, you know or like in Elmira, the communities are kind 
of built around the jail and the jobs it provides and what have you, and transfer it to a 
more equitably and economically advantageous situation, we could kind of start 
steering away from this. But it really involves a lot of work on the state level and from 
representatives like you guys, and you know, the commissioners that we have over 
here. As well the people sitting in these pews and my seat.  
 
Elizabeth Ludvik 
I’m a small business owner and live in Cattaraugus County in Allegany.  I’m a very 
small business owner but I’ve been doing 21 years doing what I do, gardening and 
landscaping. Been living in this area for 13 years. And predominantly I wanted to speak 
today about, well after hearing everybody my list has gotten longer, but I’ll keep it to 
five minutes. Very important in economic health in our life is education and mobility. Do 
I have a car or not, can I get to jobs and get to interviews? And, and I think as one of 
the little things I wanted to say is, as a person who does labor for a living, the dignity 
and honor and meaning, of life meaning, that labor gives is something that has been 
lost in our culture.  
 
I think the amount of advertising and energy that goes into retirement, advertising 
retirement funds and moneymaking and investments has really tarnished how we see 
each other. And I’d like to say to the women in this room who are single moms, I think 
being a single mom has just extreme courage and sacrifice. And I think it is something 
that we lose sight of in our culture. But as a laborer, one of the things that I’m a strong 



  

 

advocate for is the minimum wage increase. I pay, I’m a small… I’m in the 10% income 
bracket, but I pay. I have a young man who works for me part time, I pay him almost $4 
an hour more than the person he works full time for, who’s a multimillion dollar 
business owner. And to me that’s a crime and that’s an insult to his integrity as a 
person and a laborer.   
 
Bobby touched on a little bit of taxes, and I am a small business owner, I do my own 
taxes. And the tax system that you also mentioned, I think something in our area that’s 
driving businesses away, if we pay more toward the single-payer healthcare, that will 
reduce our property taxes. I’m a property owner. I believe in the idea of, we all live in a 
community, we all give what we can, we all have to ask for help when we need it. So 
I’m on the Affordable Care Act and I know that my family has reminded me more than 
once that my healthcare is being subsidized. But I work for a living, so I can’t afford 
insurance, health insurance. I was one of those healthy people, never needed 
insurance. So I got on the Affordable Care Act, my penalty would have been less than 
what I was paying per month, but I bought into it because I knew that the success of it 
needed people to buy into it who are healthy.  
 
I never planned of finding out I have cancer, so it was a good thing I got on it. But it is a 
preexisting condition obviously. So I’m a strong advocate not only for my own health, 
but healthcare for the people who live in my community because healthcare is also a 
class strata. There are really good healthcare programs and it’s obvious doctors won’t 
take me because I’m on the Affordable Care Act. Dentists won’t take me because I’m 
on the Affordable Care Act. So it does affect the type of care and where I have to go. I 
had to go to Buffalo for a dermatologist because you know, he had to take my health 
insurance. So the single-payer health, education, and mobility. Very important three 
things. I think we fail to realize that as we’ve heard, yes, poverty is generational and so 
is wealth.  
 
I live in a family where, I love my family dearly, they love me, but we live different as far 
as our values with money. And when my nieces graduate with their education paid for, 
their car paid for, that’s a hell of a way to start in life, with an education and a car and 
no debt. I think one last thing I’d like to say, just a moment. The definition of 
entitlement as given to the West’s Encyclopedia of American Law is “an individual’s 
right to receive a value or benefit provided by law.” So not only does that include the 
safety net things like Medicare, Medicaid, food stamps, it also includes tax breaks and 
people forget that tax breaks are a safety net, that they are an entitlement in the sense 
that the money that people are making, that they’re saving because of their tax breaks. 
 
We always look at and judge Medicare, Medicaid, welfare, all the things that people 
need. I think we have to start looking at the tax system and where the money is being 
saved. I’m a sole proprietor. If I was incorporated, I would be paying probably no 
income tax, because I could rent my shed to myself and take it as a tax deduction. But 



  

 

I refuse to take that as an advantage because I see my community suffering around me 
who, they work at Walmart or Aldi’s. Good places to work for some people, not 
judging. What I’m saying is they don’t get tax breaks. They don’t know what a tax 
deduction is, a tax break. Mileage. If I work in Jamestown and I go to look at a job in 
Olean, I get to deduct my mileage because I’m self-employed. If I live in Jamestown 
and work at Aldi’s in Olean, I don’t get to deduct my mileage, I just have to pay gas.  
 
And I have a beloved family member who is over the $100,000 income, doesn’t have to 
pay income tax because of his deductions. So, the tax system does make a difference. 
It makes a huge difference in what we can pocket and what we can save and what we 
can put in retirement. And that again goes back to my argument for labor. There’s no 
moral imperative that money should make money. There is a moral imperative that 
labor should make money. And the labor, the people in our area who do labor, again, 
somehow, to change our thinking to honor labor, to honor tasks that we do for each 
other to serve this community, to serve this industry. I don’t know, just a whole frame 
of thinking that needs to change. I feel like my five minutes are probably up. Thank you. 
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
Thank you for all of your comments, Elizabeth. I know that I have a million questions, 
I’m just gonna ask you one. As a small business owner who supports an increase in the 
minimum wage, I’m sure you’ve had these discussions with other small business 
owners. How do you respond when they say that increasing the minimum wage will be 
death to their business? 
 
Elizabeth Ludvik 
Well like so many things that we don’t see, I’d like to see the figures. I think my 
question is how much is enough? I fear that, you know, it will cut my profit, well how 
much profit is enough? And that’s, to me that’s, you know, my Masters is in theology, 
so maybe my spirituality comes through, and I’m not a good businesswoman, that’s for 
sure. I love what I do, but I’m a lousy businesswoman. Capitalism, I’m not very good I 
would just say, how much is enough and I would say show me where that’s going to 
hurt your business. If I can pay somebody $15 and $16 dollars an hour for what they 
do for me, and pay them the moment they clock in to the moment they clock out. That 
means, if they’re driving somewhere, I pay them for that. It’s not, like a job where you 
have to drive to get there for free. So I think the question is, how much is enough? How 
do you value...I value my help extremely, because they help me do what I do. And I 
would say to that business owner, how much profit are you living for? Are you trying to 
have so much so that you put aside, at the sake of not giving somebody a just wage? 
How can you put money in a retirement when someone can’t even eat. So these are 
the conversations we need to have in this country around labor.  
 
Barbara Dyskant  



  

 

Thanks for doing this. My name is Barbara Dyskant, and I live in Cattaraugus County. 
I’m a leukemia mom. We need a single-payer, universal system, like every other 
civilized country has. There’s a bill in New York State right now that needs one more 
senator to pass, and it will pass. And before I tell the rest of the story, in response to 
the taxes, our property taxes here, 35-45% of them is Medicaid costs, in our state. So 
this bill would eliminate that, and that would go a long way toward helping de-poverty-
ize our region in fact our whole state. There are 40,000 needless deaths every year due 
to lack of adequate insurance. That includes the insured and the uninsured, and We’re 
very lucky my 17 year old daughter was not number 40,001 in 2009. This is murder, 
legal murder for profit from our sickness. In addition, most US bankruptcies are also 
due to medical reasons. And Dr. Martin Luther King himself said justice includes 
access to healthcare. On May 26th, 2009, my 17 year old daughter was suddenly 
diagnosed with leukemia. As a survivor she still faces life long risks. We came scarily 
close to not catching it on time because of cost. Nadine looked pale and fatigued, I 
thought anemia not leukemia, and I bought her an iron supplement. I thought, now 
maybe I should get a blood test to make sure but we have to pay for it because we 
have a high deductible policy. I gave it a lot of thought and finally, I had to get her the 
test. We get a call: “take her to the emergency room now.” I didn’t even get a shower. 
We had to drive, we drove to Rochester, Strong Hospital, where she was immediately 
whisked upstairs for sudden, for transfusions, right away. And she was hospitalized a 
month and went over two years of chemo. The oncologist said without treatment, she 
would’ve had about three months to live. He told us we’d caught the leukemia on time. 
Also if we’d waited for that test, it might’ve been too late.  
 
I moved to Rochester, 110 miles from home, to care for her. Our small rural hospital did 
not have the facility to treat her. My husband, however, was unable to go. And for two 
years, our family was broken because he couldn’t leave his job and look for another 
one because of our insurance. Nadine is now 26 and healthy. Her treatment… excuse 
me, 25. Her treatment was pronounced successful. She’s still in remission though, they 
don’t say cured. She needs lifelong, comprehensive monitoring to check for recurrence 
or new disease due to the chemo that saved her life. Some of these side effects appear 
much later and if a new disease happens and she doesn’t get prompt identification of 
that and treatment, she could die. She’s now 25 year old healthy, vibrant young 
woman. Her eyes are bright and her hair is glossy. And she has a lot of it. After 
graduating chemo, she went to a graduated music conservatory and is now a 
promising young flutist and composer, looking forward to an exciting career. 
 
We expect the best but neither my daughter nor I are stupid and we know her health 
can shift, her health can fail suddenly. This is a lifelong burden and it is huge. How will 
she be cared for? My husband is 70 now and he decided that he won’t retire until 
Nadine turns 26. Things are scary enough now, but once she’s off his insurance, she’s 
in a black hole forever. I fear desperately for my daughter’s future. We can’t know what 
health options she’ll have, whether she’ll be free to pursue her dreams and career in 



  

 

light of insurance concerns, whether she’ll be sick and poor in the future and not get 
the lifesaving care she needs. And we also know insurance laws and regulations 
fluctuate with the political climate. Advances in mandated care such as those under 
Obamacare could disappear tomorrow. Insurance companies have bottomless stores 
of our money to deny our care.  
 
This is our money. Insurance companies are using our money for their profit rather than 
our health. We can be sure they’ll use our dollars to fight improvements made by law to 
use our dollars to deny our care. This could be a death sentence for my daughter. I fear 
deeply for her future now and for when I can no longer help her. I not only fear for her, I 
fear for all young people, really all people facing health risks, being robbed of the 
freedom to pursue life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Being shackled to a 
medical system that bleeds them of their best chances for a healthy life. Only universal 
healthcare, such as New York Senate Bill 4840 and also the bill that is in the U.S. 
Congress, by the way I believe it’s 676, would give Nadine and those like her, indeed 
everyone, the best chance of living a healthy life free of fear and lift this serious burden 
of poverty from our land. Thank you so very, very much for being here.  
 
William Martin 
I’m not quite sure where to start. Last night I was at a meeting of our local sort of social 
justice group in Binghamton. And as is common in almost every case, we had 
testimony from people who have had to deal with local jail and re-entry problems. The 
story last night was of a young man who was in the jail, who was lactose intolerant. I 
don’t know if I can say that in the cheese capital of the United States. (Laughter) Most 
people will not. He was certified and he was supposed to get a lactose free diet. He 
was served, because he mouthed back to one of the CO’s, a glass of milk and a 
cheese sandwich. At which the other 17 persons at this pod decided they wouldn’t 
return their lunch trays, they were all locked in these units. At which case, it’s a long 
story, the guards were called in and they immediately removed the one person who in 
the end didn’t return his tray and they did that and set him up somewhere separately.  
 
We hear these kinds of cases of beatings and deaths almost every week. The deaths 
are unspeakable but the stories reverberate. What’s going on in Broome County has 
triggered a series of organizations to get together. The same thing is true in Tompkins 
County. You have Decarcerate Tompkins County and there are previous organizations 
there as well which are trying to deal with the demand to shift money away from 
healthcare, for example, and towards ever increasing policing and ever increasing 
incarceration. In Cortland, the United Voices of Cortland does the same thing working, 
in essence the cases of some of these in upstate counties quite closely with the local 
DA’s and even the local sheriff. But we do have a crisis upstate. It’s what you might 
call, and what is well-documented, the Penalization of Poverty. It’s a common 
phenomenon here of mass incarceration. But while in New York City, the number of 
persons in jails have fallen by 60%, and the number of persons in state prisons have 



  

 

fallen by 30%, something the Koch brothers are funding, you know, the reductions, the 
conservative and liberal common alliance, but upstate numbers are dramatically rising 
and have been.  
 
And we do not have the resources upstate that we have downstate. There is a 
significant difference here. The concentration of poverty upstate is striking, even by 
comparison to New York City. Per capita income in Broome County is less than one-
quarter of the average in Manhattan and barely half the average for all the New York 
boroughs. If you look at the poverty rates, which we heard some at the beginning of 
today, and compare what goes on in richer counties to upstate, there’s just no 
comparison. Broome is the same and the rate of poverty particularly by race is really 
dramatically different from downstate. The rate of poverty in Broome is 15% for the 
white population, 45% for the black, and 44% for Latino populations in the county. 
That’s not that uncommon. 60% [of students] are on free lunch program, we rank 56th 
out of the 62 counties in the state for overall health standards. Those are state 
measures. 
 
And if you look at gender differences, they’re the same. I think we haven’t talked about 
gender and race and I think those are important factors. But I’m trying to stress here 
that the challenge upstate is a little different. Our primary concern, in our group of 
constituents, this process of accelerating incarceration in the midst of concentrated 
poverty, particularly in relation to the ongoing opioid and heroin epidemic, which has 
hit Broome County so heavily. We have in almost every meeting, stories of families who 
can’t get treatment for their kids, there are no treatment beds. So, continuously poor 
persons who have substance abuse disorders end up in the jail, for reasons that you 
can imagine, and detox in the jail. And a lot of the jail deaths are precisely because of 
this. Take another young man who was a Binghamton University student, I teach at 
Binghamton University. He was a drug addict in the local jail, detoxed there, survived, 
and was sent to Elmira. And he died of an overdose in Elmira. Of an overdose, in the 
prison.  
 
And what we hear, there are seven cases in Elmira recently. I don’t know if those 
numbers are correct, it’s very difficult to get this information, you can FOIL the state 
commission on correction. They won’t provide most of this information. We still do not 
have the state reports on the deaths in our jail in 2013. They’re still under investigation. 
The families sued, in the first case, where the person was left in an epileptic fit, 
disabled, challenged, died. They won. There’s another case going forward. But there’s 
a hidden kind of history here of what’s taking place in upstate New York. While this 
proceeds and accelerates, and we’re almost always talking about poor persons that 
can’t make the extraordinarily high bails, four times the average in New York City, 
right? We have the counties consistently expanding policing, expanding funding on the 
jails, expansions of the jail in Broome, they’re fighting one in Tompkins, they’re gonna 
go ahead with it in Cortland.  



  

 

 
And all of our county meetings could find consistently cutbacks. In 2014 they spent $6 
billion to expand our local jail. They’re going to have to do it again. At county meetings 
in the last year, the county voted to cut the budget for the county nursing home, 
privatize the cheapest food providers, at the same time provide for 13 new guards for 
the ever-expanding jail. This month, the county took a line out of the health 
department. Now they’ve already closed the County Health Department. What’s left is 
minimal. The other day, and this is all charted, because we’ve got graduate students 
statistics, we’ve got tons of this. You know, they cut the line from the health 
department and give it to the District Attorney to have a twelfth fraud investigation. 
They’re going after the “welfare queens”, right? One fraud investigator in every county 
in the state, we now have more in Broome County than exist in the whole of New York 
City. In short, it’s a toxic mix, right? Poverty, withdrawal of healthcare funds, expansion 
of policing, and deaths written across the state. Are there any questions?  
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
So are you prepared to have a conversation about gender and race?  
 
William Martin 
Oh yeah, sure. No, I asserted it because I thought it was, you know. If you actually look 
at incarcerated numbers in New York, rates are much higher upstate than they are in 
state prisons or nationwide. The numbers are really quite striking. If you look at 
numbers of the incarceration, I don’t think I mentioned this because I was rushing, but 
for white persons, now we’re just talking jails in Broome County, the rate is 265 per 
100,000. For Latinos it’s 307. For black residents of the county, it’s 2,057. Now only 
5% of the county is black, but one of the things that’s happening, and we can talk to 
the auditors, a shift of poor populations of color towards even poorer areas of the 
state. We think that’s what’s happening, but the data isn't quite in. So, yes, there’s that 
significant difference in terms of poverty, we know the statistics, that’s pretty well laid 
out in the fiscal policy’s numbers, if you want to look at the data on poverty. But the 
problems of reentry, the problems of even getting employment are doubled and tripled, 
for women of color. 
 
Sahar Alsahlani 
Thank you, thank you William. I guess I’m just a little bit confused. When we talk about 
the federal, the state prisons, and how— from what I understand, a lot of people in the 
state when they’re sent to prison upstate, especially because I live in the lower Hudson 
Valley, what… does the population that gets sent upstate to the prisons, are they 
counted as citizens for congressional seats in the new counties that they’re in? Or 
does it still count as…  
 
William Martin 



  

 

Until a couple years ago they counted as in, say, Elmira, you know, Southport and 
Elmira. They changed that. So they’re now counted where they come from. One thing I 
would say though is that we have this image that the prison towns are getting rich 
upstate, you know poor prisoners are coming from New York City. That’s simply not 
true. Date on prisons show that those towns are no better off. And the other thing to 
note is there are now more persons in the state prisons from upstate than downstate. 
More from upstate than from downstate. More people are coming home from the 
prisons to upstate than are going home downstate. 
 
Sahar Alsahlani 
That’s good to know. Thank you.  
 
Patti Clapp 
Sorry about that, I can’t hear. I am one of the golden agers and this senior citizen type 
person and my main thing is, I’ll give you a for instance, I’m supposed to be in my 
golden age right now, but three years ago, this month, my husband passed away. We 
had just moved down here. He passed away a year to the day, I mean a month, I mean 
a month to the day— I can’t remember. We bought the house in 2013, yeah, a year to 
the day. We moved in May 11th, he passed away May 11th of the following year. And 
with him went my Social Security. They said, you could survive on his, his is higher. 
Well you know what? After they took out for my Medicare, it was lower than what my 
Social Security would’ve been to begin with. So I’m supposed to do my household on 
what would’ve been two checks, I’m in a fight for my life right now trying not to lose my 
home. 
 
I am having a lot of issues with illness. I had a procedure done last month and the 
doctor was supposed to do a follow-up this month. He refused to see me because I 
did not have my $45 copay. So I want to follow-up from that procedure and I’m not 
sure who’s going to know because I don’t know who’s going to follow-up because I 
didn’t have my $45 copay. I’m supposed to be on oxygen. They want $100 a month 
copay for oxygen. They want me to pay $100 a month so I can breathe at night. Right 
now, my granddaughter’s supposed to be living with me, but she works hard and if I 
stop breathing who’s going to wake me up to tell me I’m not breathing because I don’t 
have my oxygen? But I can’t afford it. It’s just, everything is, is falling in, you know what 
I mean?  
 
And if it wasn’t for these beautiful people here, my new family, I wouldn’t have anything 
to eat because I don’t have extra money. I have enough money that they give me $16 a 
month on food stamps. That’s gonna go a long way. I’m single, but still. That’s not 
gonna go very far. And it’s not just me. Look at these people who are living here, senior 
citizens like me, oh you make a dollar too much, we can’t give you help. A dollar! I’ve 
heard from all the people I’ve talked to here a dollar too much, $5 too much. 
Something’s wrong. In Canada they take care of their senior citizens like crazy. And 



  

 

what is aggravating me more than anything is my benefits are bad, but they've got 
these people in government, my husband used to tell me about this, back in the 60s, 
they all agreed that they’ll get Social Security when they retire. They’ll have health 
insurance for life. And they never have to pay into it.  
 
They never have to pay into Social Security. But they’re gonna benefit from it when 
they retire and they’re gonna get full Social Security and they’re gonna get full health 
benefits. That’s my… I am just steaming up and I do apologize. But it’s just 
aggravating to see what’s going on with the elderly. I live up in the hills and if it snows, 
I can’t get down, people can’t get up to me. Getting people out here in the hills is hard 
for the elderly, it really is. You’ve got some really nice people who come up there and 
help you. Like I said, it’s the wonderful people here. I have a wonderful family, that’s 
my brother, he’s wonderful. He helps when he can, but you know what, he’s stuck up 
on the hills too just like me. Just the opposite hill. And I’m gonna quit ranting and 
raving here because I don’t know what else to say except that something’s gotta be 
done to help the elderly more.  
 
I mean, young people are having it tough. I would like to get a job just to help me 
manage so I can keep my home. But I have a lot of health issues so who’s gonna help 
me? You know, who’s gonna hire me when they won’t hire young people? I’m an 
educated woman, I’ve got a college degree. If I could work at home I would do it. You 
know? Anyway, that’s it. Thank you for listening.  
 
David Decker 
Patti. What’s your degree in and… 
 
Patti Clapp 
Oh it’s just an Associate’s, a two-year community college. But I actually never went as 
far as the seventh grade. I said to myself, when I was 35, I put myself through and got 
a GED and put myself through college by myself. I actually lost my eyesight one 
semester. I have MS, and while I was dealing with that, my sister and my mother read 
the text, put it on, well if anyone knows what these are, little cassette tapes, and I 
listened to those and the professors gave me a verbal test. So it took me five years to 
get through a two-year college. But I did. Proud of it. 
 
David Decker 
So Social Security is all that you have? You don’t have a pension from employment? 
 
Patti Clapp 
I have a pension. I worked in the hospital for over thirty years but the pension is so 
little, it’s not going far. And even with that, I’m still almost making less than what my 
husband was making the whole time. You know? And to lose all that… where did it go? 
I would like to know where it went. I saw my checks and how much was going out to 



  

 

Social Security. I would like to know where all that money went and why they’re taking 
it away. I worked 30 years for that money. I know he worked two of them. Something’s 
not right. Sorry.  
 
Teri Violet 
So my name is Teri Violet and I’m a transplant to Allegany County and what I’m hoping 
that I can share with you is a snapshot of the Allegany County that I decided to raise 
my children in and buy homes in and live in. So I’m from the Napa Valley in California 
and coming to Allegany County was quite a culture shock. I had no idea. But I 
interviewed with Cornell Cooperative Extension because I’ve been in produce for a lot 
of years in California and they hired me for the farmer’s market nutrition program. 
Which, the Center now, is participating in. But eventually, I stayed with Cornell and I 
began to work in a program called Expanded Food Nutrition Education Program, which 
has been a program that helps families of limited income make the very best sense of 
their dollars in nutrition that they possibly can. 
 
And I used to call it, I’m in my 19th year right now, I used to call it Homemaking 101 or 
Single Women Making It. What I had no idea was how the rest of the world actually 
lived. And how much they did with so little. So, to give you a description of my 
program, I work with about 100 families a year, for about two and a half, three months. 
I visit with my families about once and week and we actually develop skills together. 
This can be, you know, I have $54 on food stamps and I’m not making it. And a lot of 
people want to hear that food stamps or SNAP benefits are not meant to be our entire 
grocery money. That’s difficult for people to hear. But my job is to help them take that 
$54 and make it work like $154 would. 
 
A lot of the families that I serve, I guess I want to tell you about them because they’re 
amazing people. Over the 19 years that I’ve had with Cornell I’ve worked with 
thousands of families. And it’s the best education I’ve ever had by far. The first day that 
I was in my new job I was shadowing a seasoned educator in Allegany and 
Cattaraugus Counties and I came home and I told my husband I can’t do this job. I 
cannot do this job. These people live on so little, I don’t even understand what I have 
to share with them at this point. And I stayed in the job. These are the kinds of things 
that I saw that I had never seen before. I had never seen homes without floors. I’d 
never seen that. I’d never seen houses that actually had a restroom and the restroom 
didn’t work but there was an outhouse out in the back.  
 
But since the house had a restroom, CPS wasn’t going to take their kids because they 
had a restroom in the house. These are the stories I’ve heard. I heard mothers not 
taking their kids to urgent care appointments because they didn’t dare because they’d 
already had a report that they felt would put the custodial care of their kids in jeopardy. 
I didn’t know people lived like this. I didn’t know that they were able to keep living like 
this. I have moms right now who have, they’re divorced mothers, who have, this is 



  

 

what shocks me the most, $17 a month coming in a month in child support per child. 
$17 per child. These mothers also typically don’t have cars.  
 
I do want to say one thing, our public transportation in the last 5 to 10 years has 
improved dramatically in Allegany County. But if you have two children and you have 
laundry to do and you live 17 miles from the closest laundromat, if your small town, 
which is a small town that everyone grew up in and stayed in, doesn’t have a grocery 
store, and you need to grab that dirty laundry and those several kids and buy bus 
tokens and travel 17 miles and then hope that you can actually get back on the bus to 
get back where you live because there’s a schedule that just can’t afford to 
accommodate hourly trips, this is how our neighbors live.  
 
Sometimes they don’t have clean water and they don’t want to make a big deal about 
it because they’re renting and there’s not a lot of places to rent here. It’s kind of a 
place where, when I first moved here I was astounded because I knew I wanted to rent 
for six months while I decided if I wanted to buy a house. I had the luxury to do that. 
People that I serve have never had that luxury. And they rent whatever they can and 
they shut up whenever things aren’t working because they don’t dare go homeless. I 
do want to say, there’s some really wonderful places in this county that make a 
difference in my life and in my family’s life. I am also on the board of directors for the 
Cuba Cultural Center and that’s been after I’d been a volunteer there for five years. I do 
access the mobile food pantries, I love it. I am a widow. I’ve been widowed for about 
11 or 12 years. And I’m also a parent and grandmother.  
 
I have my little guys three days a week. Now I’m not at all unusual on that aspect. In 
Allegany County there’s many, many of us grandparents that are parenting again. And 
we don’t access the services because that means throwing our kids under the bus. It 
could be mental health and it could be addiction, it could be a thousand things. But the 
truth is is there’s no place for us to access except for Cuba Cultural Center, except for 
places like Accords Access Center. There’s places where we can go to help and get 
some help. But if it means throwing a kid under a bus, you just typically don’t. So I 
don’t know if there’s one snapshot of families in Allegany County but I am blessed to 
be in their homes every single day of my work. I’ve watched moms who could not 
leave their moms being able to access services and take baby steps to the point where 
they were able to go to college.  
 
That they graduated and they’re taking care of their children now which is an enormous 
thing here. And I’ve also seen… I’ve also seen some things that I don’t understand that 
kind of put barriers on women that make no sense to me. I mean, child support, 
obviously $17 a month for child support is insane, I don’t get that. But I’ve also seen 
court actions that require the mother that doesn’t have a car to take the 1 year old 
baby on a bus trip at least once a month, sometimes twice a month, to the prison 



  

 

where the child’s father is incarcerated for five to ten years. And this woman must do 
this all this time when she’s not receiving any child support. That’s not unusual.  
 
I guess if I would like to see something, and I am not a feminist, I’m a humanist, but I 
would like to see realistic decisions made for our families. For the children in our 
families especially. And I’d also like to see, I don’t know, them funding better 
opportunities for places that aren’t inhibited by so many laws and rules that make a 
difference in our families, such as our local not-for-profits. And I work for one and I’m 
blessed that way but I also access not-for-profits to make it. This is a place where you 
can afford, if you have a full-time job, you might be able to afford to make a mortgage. 
I’m very lucky that way. I bought my house as a single woman and I’m going to pay off 
my house. And that house now provides shelter for my grandkids also. So, I don’t 
know if there’s a typical snapshot of Allegany County, but maybe these were snippets 
of it. This is a wonderful place. I still go home to Napa Valley, but this is where my life is 
and my grandchildren are growing up and I love being part of this community and I 
love giving who I am to this community. 
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
Thank you, Teri. If you don’t feel comfortable or you don’t feel equipped to answer this 
question, please don’t feel obligated. But because you have this almost two decade 
long career working with struggling families, can you speak a little bit with respect to 
confidentiality about the sort of domestic violence in this area. Or are you not 
comfortable with that? 
 
Teri Violet 
It’s enormous. And there’s probably other professionals in this room who could better 
speak to this, but I have been through it. The courts sort of took care of me but the 
truth is I’m always going to find my boots on the ground. And I’m a strong advocate for 
myself and I don’t tolerate things but that’s the society I was raised in. There’s more of 
a quiet, just keep your head down philosophy here. And I am amazed at how much 
domestic violence there is in this small, loving, Christian, caring, volunteering 
community. It’s hard for people to even recognize that maybe they’re going through it. 
That’s the biggest stumbling block. I would probably say that at least 50% of the 
women that I have worked with have been abused in some way or another. 
 
David Decker 
Teri, maybe you can address this along with everyone else who’s already been up 
here, but the theme keeps coming up about education and not being able to, you 
know, if you’ve been incarcerated or so forth, is that, are you prohibited from getting a 
degree online? I mean, if you’ve had an incarceration? Does that stop you from being 
able to get a degree? Is that an avenue that could be pursued, or? Can anybody give 
me that? 
 



  

 

 
 
Bobby Black   
I mean, I can answer that actually a little bit. So online schools tend to not discriminate 
as much as like an in-person SUNY or CUNY school would, but what we are finding, 
and it’s not just us but everyone, that these online schools keep being put into the 
spotlight because they’re either fraudulent entirely or to some degree. So even with a 
degree from an online school, there’s no guarantee that you’re gonna get a job 
because you have that degree. A lot of online schools are shunned now because the 
stigma present because of schools like Phoenix and what have you that have been 
basically shut down due to fraud. So, those online schools are basically nonsense. 
 
David Decker 
I wasn’t aware that Phoenix had been shut down. I guess I hadn’t seen any 
advertisements recently, but that’s probably a pretty good indication. Alright, thank 
you. 
 
Peter Cook 
My name is Peter Cook, I’m the executive director for the New York State Council of 
Churches. We represent about 7000 congregations across the state of New York and 
I’m really pleased to be here today to listen to this powerful testimony and also want to 
thank the Labor-Religion Coalition for spearheading these truth commissions. There’s 
much I think we can learn and gain from what we’ve heard here today and what we will 
hear across the state. One of my jobs, as executive director, is to oversee a 
certification process for prison chaplains in our state system. So I get to meet a lot of 
chaplains and get to go to a lot of state prisons. And I have the privilege of meeting 
some pretty amazing people, chaplains, and also people who are engaged in reentry 
within our state prison system who I think are deeply committed to helping people 
rehabilitate so that they can succeed when they get out.  
 
It’s also a privilege to meet so many prisoners who devote, who explore spiritual 
depths and have levels of introspection that some of us would never dream of getting 
to because of their situation. They are studious, hardworking people who are trying to 
avail themselves of every kind of program they can find within the state prison system, 
trying to prepare desperately to get out. And almost the vast majority of people will get 
out and they will become our neighbors, as superintendents in state prisons will tell 
you. So it’s well in our interest to think about how we encourage people once they do 
get out.  
 
What’s really frustrating though is that while you see all this energy invested and 
placed into reentry, there’s so many barriers that we put up in this state, and across 
the country that make bad situations, a challenging situation, even worse when you 
add restrictions around housing, around food stamps, around access to healthcare. 



  

 

When you get out of state prison, you’ve got $50 and maybe, maybe a bus transport. 
And you earn, when you are in prison, about 17 cents an hour, labor. And just, as a 
matter of perspective, I have one chaplain from Jamaica who set up a program in 
Jamaica where they actually allow prisoners to earn somewhere around maybe 
$15,000 so they can accumulate a nest egg so when they got out they had a fine 
chance at succeeding. 
 
So some of the stories that you have heard today from people who are formerly 
incarcerated who are trying to make it ring very true. I’m very close with the chaplain of 
Broome County Jail who could validate all these stories that you’ve heard today. But I 
would just say, these challenges are so immense that when you add the assault which 
is really happening on our healthcare system right now in terms of what’s being 
proposed, a massive shift of money out of Medicaid towards tax breaks. That’s an 
enormous worry and that also deeply affects veterans as well.  
 
And just the frame of the safety net, this just affects everybody, including small 
businesses who carry an enormous amount of their expense structure in healthcare 
costs. That really, disproportionately so, that really would be better handled in a single-
payer kind of system. So, I think it’s in the end, regardless of our political party, what 
we have to do is to stay grounded in what is real and what are people’s real struggles 
and try to get below the sort of political posturing that we do, or which party you’re in 
and whether you’re in a red state or a blue state and to really focus on deep human 
need. The stories that were told here today are well worth listening and I think are 
advancing us in that direction. Thank you.  
 
Suzanne Flierl Krull  
Can you, do you know what the logic is behind the justification for a 17 cent an hour 
pay rate for legitimate work that’s being done? 
 
Peter Cook 
No. (Laughter) I mean, there might be a sense that your room and board is paid for, so 
you can get by on 17 cents an hour, but there are a lot of people who profit from that 
labor, companies, who profit from that labor. We do not, fortunately, have a private 
incarceration system in the state of New York but there are plenty of vendors and 
people who make money on the state prison system. And I just, you know, the purpose 
of the job is to help people improve their lives and build their sense of self-esteem so 
they get out and never come back. And that what I think most employees in the state 
prison system are really committed to. But they work with politics in the system that 
works against them sometimes and the people they try to serve.  
 
Dr. Yogini Kothari 
Is this mandatory or is it more, the work they do for 17 cents an hour, do they all have 
to do it, or those who want to do it do? 



  

 

 
Peter Cook 
Most of them are required to have a job if they’re able. Absolutely. And to engage in 
educational and vocational programs as much as possible in order to improve their 
lives, so. 
 
 
 
Chris Stanley 
I wasn’t planning on saying anything today but a couple things came up along the way 
of the conversation. 
 
Couple things came up that I thought I’d comment, if there was time, on. I’ve never 
lived in poverty. I admire those of you who have struggled and made it, although in 
college there were times when I had to choose whether to put my last $5 in the gas 
tank or my food. But I’m one generation removed from poverty, but that’s not what I 
want to comment on. I work, I’ve been volunteering regularly for the last, close to 
twenty years in the Warming House in Olean, soup kitchen, to give you the old-
fashioned term, serving food for people in need in the community. And a couple times 
I’ve had kind of listening sessions to hear from them. What are the issues they struggle 
with in the community? And there’s one issue that hasn’t been mentioned today, and 
another one that’s only been mentioned briefly. So I just thought I would be a little bit 
of a voice for them in relation to the issues that they deal with. 
 
The one that hasn’t been mentioned explicitly is issues of just day-to-day access 
issues, just getting around issues, in town. Granted the issue has been mentioned 
about lack of public transportation. But the kinds of things, like for example, things that 
I would never think of, broken sidewalks, for people who ride bicycles or wheelchairs. 
Difficulty of crossing busy streets when you’ve got, when you have problems with 
walking or when you have a stroller, you know, a child in stroller and things like that. 
People who don’t shovel their snow off the sidewalks, and a lot of other issues like this, 
lack of handicap access. And these are things that the city government can do 
something about and I think part of the issue about what to raise is for what we can get 
involved in making a difference and lobbying on their behalf and empowering them, it’s 
the second point of empowering. 
 
The other big issues to mention, it's been mentioned a couple times briefly today, is 
people who live in slum houses and let slum lords take care of their property. You’ve 
got broken windows, you have rats and you have bedbugs, and you have all kinds of 
things like this. And I’ve begun doing a little bit of research into this and I still consider 
myself a novice, but what I’ve heard is part of it has to do with a lack of enforcement 
staffing and part of it has to do with landlords who are in bed with the enforcement 
people and never get any penalties or anything like that.  



  

 

 
And I want to use this to lead into the last comment and that is, last week the Olean 
city council began debating a new regulation to require all landlords in the city to have 
inspections whenever they change renters, which would go a long way toward 
addressing this problem. And that to get certification of the lot before someone can 
move in.  
 
And the next, they have their meeting on the first, this is going to be a little plug here, 
they meet on the first and third Tuesdays of the month and I'm working on figuring out 
a time and way to organize local residents who live in these houses to come out to 
either the June 20th or the July something meeting and wanted to get people, if any of 
you are willing to help me, going door-to-door handing out fliers. We’re trying to find a 
way that they can do it confidentially so that they don’t get kicked out. Because if 
someone did mention there’s a problem, the landlords can kick you out. So I’ve talked 
to a couple, two people, on the Public Safety Committee and they’re going to be 
talking to attorneys about whether there’s a way to, where it will be private and 
therefore they can’t be kicked out by the landlords. So, anyway, if any of you would, 
it’s gonna take probably another few days to get this organized, if anyone would like to 
help me in simply going around getting the word out about this, see me after this.  
 


